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MONTANA COAL MILIEU
By Lee E. Eddleman
School of Forestry
University of Montana

MISSOULA—
A year. . .a minute. . .a second.

That's the comparable difference

it took native plant species and their arrangement to develop on Montana's
landscape, native plains animals such as buffalo to be replaced by domestic
livestock, and surface coal mining with its accompanying environmental
disturbance to occur.
This recent development of coal as a major energy source comes at a
time of both rising national energy demands and rapidly developing envi
ronmental concerns.

It appears important that future land use options

neither be limited nor denied by reclamation of surface mine spoils.
Of primary concern is the reclamation of the disturbed materials,
called overburden, which overlie the coal from as little as a few feet to
over 100 feet.

The removal, mixing and redistribution of the overburden

vertically and horizontally creates a new physical and biological envi
ronment for plants.

One test of successful reclamation is thus whether

native plants can be established and can survive on the mine spoils.
The potential for establishment and reproduction on spoils of over
100 of the approximately 250 species of plants native to southeastern
(over)
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Montana has been examined at the University of Montana School of Forestry,
in a study funded by the U.S. Department of Energy.

Biological character

istics under examination include consistency and amount of seed production,
proper seed handling and storage, germination requirements, seedling vigor
and response of seed and seedlings to stress.

Individual soil, water,

temperature, light and fertilizer needs have also been studied.
The researchers test-planted native species on mine spoils in south
eastern Montana in years of above-normal, normal, and below-normal rainfall.
A high percentage of species established well in the above-normal year;
natural seedlings became established in the following normal year, and there
was a reduction in growth in the third, dry year.

Species planted in the

normal-rainfall year established in moderate numbers, but many died the
following dry year.

Plantings in the dry year resulted in low emergence of

seedlings; nearly all died by fall.

Successful established and maintenance

of native species thus appears dependent upon years of above-normal precipi
tation.
Hopefully, increased understanding of reclamation practices and of
plant requirements will result in successful replanting of native species.
However, failure of these species to establish may foretell significant
long-term problems.
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